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INTRODUCTION

No matter how productively you managed to get words down on
paper or how carefully you have revised, no matter how shrewdly
vou figured vour audience and purpose and suited your words to
them, there comes the time when you need feedback. Perhaps you
need it for the sake of revising: you have a very important piece of
writing and you need to find out which parts work and which parts
don’t so you can rewrite it carefully before giving it to the real au-
dience. Or perhaps vou have already given an important picce to
the real audience—it's too late for any revising—Dbut nevertheless
you need to learn how your words worked on the reader. Or
perhaps vou've simply decided that you must start learning in gen-

eral about the eftectiveness of writing.

Some people don't need to be encouraged to seek feedback; in-
deed, they need to be restrained. To some of you, that is, I would
like to say, “Stop worrying so much about how your words work,
about how good they are; just keep your mind on your writing,
have fun, get confident, write lots.” In short, if you are a compul-
sive worrier and keep leaking your attention away from what you
are doing to how well you are doing it, forget about feedback till
you have done enough writing and sharing and feel more secure.

But some of you need to be encouraged to get {eedback. Proba-
bly you have been burned in the past. Most people experience
feedback as painful, however they get it. After all, getting feedback
on an early draft usually means getting criticized before you ve had
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2 chance to make your piece as good as you can make it. But get-
ting feedback on a final dralt fcels even worse because you are
usually getting criticized for your very best work, and besides, you
e so tired of working on it by now that you can't even bear to
look at it any more. If you follow the suggestions 1 give in this sec-
tion, however, getting feedback can be a useful and gratifying ex-
perience.

It's easy to know when you should start getting feedback. Just
keep in mind what's, more important than what: writing 1s more
impm“tan?l thun sharing your writing with readers; and sharing your
writing with readers is more important than getting feedback from
them. That is, if sharing begins to stop you from writing, then
Jon't share. And if getting feedback begins to stop you from writ-
ing or sharing, then stop getting {eedback. \Vriling is what's most
important. But when you can share and get feedback without huan-
pering your writing, then you will benefit enormously from those
two activities.

It may be that getting feedback has been hampering you more
than it needs to. For if you use the approach suggested here you
can avoid the most common problems in getting feedback: people
beating around the bush and not telling you anything at all; or giv-
ing you a vague wholistic judgment such as “B-plus” or “1 liked it";
or going into a negative gear and “critiquing” you by finding every
single real and imaginable mistake there could be (“1 hope 1 didn't
discourage you or anything’); or else trying to imitate what they
remember getting from their teachers and talking about nothing
but “topic sentences’; or else grabbing it out of your hands and
trying to rewrite the whole thing the way they think it ought to be;
or else just telling you everything your writing reminds them of.

The four chapters of this section help you take charge of the
feedback process by showing you the options you have and then
providing you the tools you need.

o [n Chapter 21, “Criterion-Based Feedback and Reader-Based
recdback,” 1 explore the two kinds of feedback you can get and
the particular st-rnglhs.amd weaknesses of cach kind.

o Chapters 22 and 23 provide the tools you need for actually get-
ting good feedback—specific questions to ask readers to help them
6 d more useful and substantive things to tell you than “1 liked it”
or “1 didn’t like it.” Chapter 22 is a catalogue of questions for get-
ting criterion-based feedback, 23 a catalogue of questions for get-
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Dased Feedback

\eader-

Criterion-based feedback helps you find out how y(?ur.'\ivrmn:;_t; n;\::;
sures up to certain criteria—in this case to t‘l}-gse- cz:x;tez ia)-:n:);e(;.{m-
used in judging expository or m’mhcll(m wx’}tnx}g. l.f)' g,(] C terion
based {eedback you ask readers tour broad, fundamental gquestic :
a. What is the quality of the content of the writing: the ideas, the
. perceptions, the point of view? |
b. How well is the writing 01*ga11;zed?
jow effective is the language:! |
3: ;If:tlfg'e mistakes or inappropriate choices in usage?
But because these questions are sobroad, you usuallly‘ gt;: :;t.ttla;
feedback if you ask much more specilic questions ;?u;cl 1‘a:s ~0:]§n ’ s
the basic idea a good one? Is it supported thl? lognwdl fd&» fewg,ex-
valid argument? Are there too many abs.trafc_tnons .gﬁnd ?(:116,. o
amples or concrete details? Is the wlzf)le t_hmg un_;l el m. rer than
pulling in two or three conflicting dneghons? Are ;; 1€ scf nees
clear and readable? Chapter 22 contains t\vgxlly-lf)l;r doqbové
questions grouped under the four general que.stlon'sd xsfet: l{m .. (;u
Reader-based feedback, on the other han(.i, mstei O. ] e't "% you
how your writing measures up to preestablished crites m,dei_[; ged
what your writing does to particular readers. To ige.t reztuions‘
feedback you ask readers three broad fundamental ques ..

' \ €3 . ere
a. What was happening to you, moment by moment, as you wer

eading the piece of writing? o
b gummirize gle writing: give your understanding of what it says

or what happened in it. B o
c. Make up some images for the writing and the transaction it

creates with you.
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Here too you usually get better feedback by helping your reader
out with more specific questions like these: Now that you have fin-
ished reading just the first one or two paragraphs or stanzas, are
you an interested, cooperative reader or are you bored or resistant
i some way? Point to the places where you had the most trouble
and deseribe what kind of trouble it was for you. Summarize your
understanding of the whole prece. What mood or voice do you
hear in the words? What kind of people does the writer seens o be
talking to: people in the know? nincompoops? interested ama-
teurs? How is the writer giving it to you: willingly? slyly? grudg-
ingly? hitting you over the head with it? The next-to-last chapter in
this section, 23, contains forty-one of these specific qquestions
grouped under the three general questions above.

Criterion-based feedback, then, tells you how your writing mea-
sures up, reader-based feedback tells you what it does to readers.
What is its quality? vs. How does it work? But the distinction be-
tween the two can sometimes, in practice, seein tuzzy. That is,
sometimes when a reader gives you a piece of criterion-based feed-
back (for example, “This piece isn't unified”), it may just be his
way of saying what was happening inside him (“I felt a bit in the
tog most of the time I was reading—I didn’t know where I was
going”). Or if a reader gives you a piece of reader-based feedback
("When I got here, 1 stopped short and said, No sir! [ won't buv
that for one minute!”), it may just be his way of saying “Your logic
is faulty here.” Indeed, a reader cannot possibly give you a piece
of criterion-based feedback except on the basis of something hav-
ing happened inside him; nor can a reader give you a piece of
reader-based feedback without at least implying a criterion of judg-
ment or perception.

But that interdependence between the two kinds of feedback
does not diminish the important difference between them. It will

make a practical difference to you whether you ask readers for one
or the other.*

*This reminds me of arguments about the relationship between form and content.
Some people want to say there is no meaningful distinction between form and con-
tent because each can, in the last analysis, be expressed in terms of the other. But
though that may be theoretically true, the distinction is still a real one that has im-
mense practical importance. If you look for form you will notice things you miss if
you look for content, and vice versa.
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spelling. Aund every time you get reader-based feedback
encourage the reader to tell you what it was in the writ
caused these reactions in him—was it the |
dence, the diction, or what? Neverthel
has its own special
tain siluations.

Py . ' N L ' ' 4 "¢ St -
Thus if a reader tells you “This piece lacks unity, }((lm flm 1
‘ . : Y On t rea
ise that something happened inside him, but you L y
HHSE AR srhaps he felt foggy and lost, as 1 in-
kiow what happened. Perhaps K fectly well where the
: . "W wieetiy we - '
. hove t perhaps he knew pertecth Dy
terpreted above, bul p - veatter i it that didi
wriiling was going, but he saw extrancous ;uatlia in it th S
& e >’ : id it just violate his sense of unity!
¥ ote e im or did it just violate | .
be—long. D i-d it annoy hin : : is attention or just
Did he feel mosquitoes continually distracting his att;rnh{tlom? 3““
notice with calm disapproval the toys scatlm:ed m‘ni ¢ S )cri‘-
comment on your lack of unity tells you nothing of how he ex
enced your words. Tercod foedback—for ex-
Conversely, if a reader gives you rc:“-dm-hfl"'(*d [g(“)‘;q\ his o
jl “1 felt lost here,” he's giving you information about ;.% '
ampie, 11e : s . st because ot your
'1ct-§0n but not much about the writing: Is he lost l?;..(‘]msf (th.ft ",
iogic? your wording? Or do you have so many details here the
can no longer follow the main Pm;m} " Cshonld ask for ori-
Gy il wsages aboul the writing you i
So if you want messages ab A lewmened in
terion lzlsed feedback, and if you want to know what ll.t}l)l){l € .
b o] foedback That wou
the reader you should ask for reader-based lee?bd@k.. \ ?dl based
| | | alwavs ask for criterion-ba
ST at you should always as '
seem to indicate that y ' | svehol
feedback since it is writing you are trying to work on, not psy
OB ece of writing intended for
&z’iul‘ the crucial question about any piece ol wi iting mt%*l‘lin i
U mdicncc i« not “How does il measure up agiunsl e ‘l but
¢ il SR Ea ‘ | ; ) - AT S, D
teria” such as good sentences, good logic, or good paragr 11.)11 es
Cl il . ‘ ’ 3% rxn . - ) 2 y & 2 -‘)
“?{ow does it work on readers?” The quality of the ”fl" = bt
| . AN e egs . ‘eagers wiia
.« or paragraphs is irrelevant if the writing does to rea
logic, or parag dP‘ | |
ou want 1t to do. . - * eedback as
’ So that tips the scales back again to Ie?del“ba;ed, {e,en if you
more useful. But of course it's not that simple. Fo e; o
| ' . g ¢ Ines
know all about what's going on in readers, you also hee wgly
< | | ) | Voo « By > ARR dy.
bout your writing it you want to fix it or change it in ye loct
a %, - roaclor < uar 5L,
Otherwise you'll be stuck telling your reader, "1 kn()wty(i (-h‘lt s it
Og’ve given me a vivid description of your lostness, bu d"f" ‘-? M
?’n my writing that makes you feel lost? Is it my wordingr My
- . . . p”
paragraphm%? My ogic hould try for both criterion-based and
, - S
And so of course you

you can
ing that
ogic, the use of evi-
ess each kind of feedback

virtues which make i particularly useful in cer-

Virtues of Criterion-based Feedback

* Criterion-based feedback is the kind of teedback most
are accustomed to—what they've usually gotten from teachers—
and so it’s the kind of feedback that comes most naturally to peo-
ple’s lips when you ask them for feedback. And because ] Pro-
vide such a long list of very specific questions, you can avoid one
of the main problems of criterion-based feedback: people not
knowing what qualities to look for in the writing or else comment-
g entirely on the basis of just @ few fvorite criteria,

* Its the more practical and easjer
kinds of feedback because it spe
ing. You have an easier time
writing il someone tells
than if he tells you he fe
reading. Thus,
general long-te
ences).

* Indeed, you can even use these questions to get feedback from
yourself as you are revising—as a checklist for finding weaknesses
in your draft. These questions help you see what you have just
written through fresh “outside” eyes—through the grid of external

criteria. Reader-based questions, on the other hand, would be
hard to answer by yourself

people

to understand of the two
aks more directly about your writ-
figuring out how to improve your
you your piece is not clearly organized
It vaguely uneasy the whole time he was
it is especially good for 'revising (rather than for
rin learning about the eflect of your words on audi-

* Criterion-based feedback helps you isolate particularly trou-
blesome aspects of your writing and then concentrate on them in
revising and in future writing. For example, perhaps you have
trouble getting rid of digressions or making clear transitions be-
tween sections. Once you learn this through criterion-based feed-

ader-based feedback. Indeed, each kind of feedbflckd Sn];(ancsj
zlee other\ Every time you get some criterion-based feedback, y
) . .

-eactions he had
can encourage the reader to tell you about the reactions h >
hi(j’] gave rise to his statement about unity or paragraph
which

back, you can check each piece of writing yourself for these partic-

ular dangers. And you can ask readers specifically for feedback on
these matters which they might otherwise neglect.

* Thus you can use criterion-based feedback more quickly if you
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want to: just zoom in and inquire about a couple of areas and stop.
It's hard to get reader-based feedback quickly.

e If you have only one reader for feedback, criterion-based ques-
tions will help him pay attention to a broad range of qualities in
the writing—noticing things he might neglect if he just reacted
naturally. Perhaps he mostly reacts to the kind of person or tone of
voice he feels in the writing and neglects organization and logic al-
together. Or perhaps he reacts almost entirely to logic and evi-
dence but ignores tone of voice.

e Criterion-based feedback is good for readers who are insensi-
tive to nuances or who are reluctant to talk about their own reac-
tions.

¢ Criterion-based feedback is more verifiable than reader-based
feedback. 1f a reader says your logic or spelling is wrong you can
verify his judgment. H a reader says your organizalion or para-
sraphing is weak, you cannot verily his judgment, of course, but it
you get three or four intelligent readers to give you their judyz-
ments too—and give you their reasons and discuss the question
among themselves—you probably can reach a trustworthy objec-
tive conclusion. |

e Criterion-based feedback is good if you want to work on your
conscious understanding of the criteria used in judging writing. It
helps you have brief and instructive discussions on the order of
“What makes a good introduction?” or “Well, what does make a
paragraph hang together?” It leads to discussions of conscious cralt
in writing.

o Criterion-based feedback is useful for readers who must com-
ment on many pieces of writing in one sitting or in a comparatively
short period of time. That's why teachers tend to use it. It's nearly
impossible to read a whole stack of papers in one sitting and react
to each one fully, for itself, and on its own terms. It's much
easier—and perhaps even fairer in the long run—to choose a man-
ageable set of good criteria and apply them to each paper as you
read it. | |

Thus if I must read and comment on a large stack of essays in
one evening I will tend to read each one in terms of criteria such
as unity, argument, clarity of language, mechanics, and how well
they fit the audience/purpose. I will also try to include something
about how it felt to read this essay, but if I am too tired or bored or
worried about something else, 1 may not have any feelings other

e
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than the ones that are intruding on me from the rest of my life—
boredom or irritation or impatience. Criterion-based feedbabk has
the enormous virtue of permitting you to read with less than full
attention and still—if you are practiced—give accurate feedback on
specific criteria. B . '

o If, in particular, your task is to judge or rank a set of writ-
ing.s;——-if, for example, yvou must choose miwng ten job applications
or il you are on a committee to chose the best eSsa‘y or poex;l for a
.f:umpeliti(m-—-y(m can probably be more fair and accurate if you
judge in terms of explicit criteria. Otherwise it's often a matter of
judging apples against oranges—ijust a matter .
ducing noncomparable reac .
piece is clearly best, that fe
terion that vou ¢
the personal qu

. of each piece pro-
tions in readers. And if you feel one
eling may be based entirely on one cri-
specially value—for example clarity of language or
alities that show through—and vou may be neglect-
g seven other important criteria that are well achieved
other picce of wriling that happens to leave you cold.
f/‘-\nd so b you are writing something for a reader who will
judge the writing according to criteria . '
will read and evaluate a large
terion-b

i1 some

perhaps for a teacher who
‘ . stack of essays in one sitting—ori-
ased feedback may be especially helpful to you in revising
your piece. You can try to find out what criteria he will use. Maﬁy
requests or guidelines for writing tell you the criteria readers will
use, lor example, guidelines for a grant application or a letter of
recoz}’lmendation- (“Applications will be judged on the basis of
.. . ). It's worth asking a teacher to tell you about the criteria he
uses in grading, even if he doesn’t use them with complete consis-

tency. But it's important to remember that people often judge on

th-a::' basis of different criteria from the ones they think they are
using.

Virtues of Reader-based Feedback

Despite all those strengths of criterion-based feedback, I find
reader-based feedback even more useful. If you neglect reader-

based feedback, you will miss many of the main advantages and
pleasures of the whole feedback process.

o Reader-based feedback gives you the main thing you need to
Hmprove vour writing: the experience of what it felt like for readers
as they were reading your words. In the long run you get more out

Rl LT
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precise diagnosis of \
That precise diagnosis can be surprisingly
ing you to change the way you write.
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. rde inside your reader’s skin than you gel from a

the strengths and weaknesses ol your writing,.
uscless in actually help-
It may cven paralyze you.

Besides, readers olten hide their own reactions behind criterion-

based judgments about, say, pm‘agrapl'xs, tl}‘e digrcssxg;;,.i l;ltlf ({;;
tion. Th;efy' don't feel cpmibrtable saying, I was b fi‘( b‘. due the
first couple of pages™ or “Actually i“sort of felt you were :1‘ ﬁ,r Id- gj
me and talking down to me. or Somehow 1 found myse | ll.st
agreeing with you more At the end than I had at the beginning bu

[ didn’t know why." S
are nervous about saymng ise U
exiﬁl(i)gli; justity them. Yet such felt reacmfus arc Uiteli Jusf :N‘l;::
you need for improving your writing, especially il you m‘u’;g,‘sc.) .
eader to tell you a bit more about where and why .i-l}-?)f al Obti,(. .

e Reader-based feedback is the most trustworthy ieedl)a(i‘_ ]}-(.fl
cause you are only asking for “raw d}a;l-at --:Mml .i-hc:’y- :sa:\j u:&l ;:(l(i_
was happening to them as they read..'\Mth cmenof-n- )i}sc-) e
back, on the other hand, you are asking thcm to tmm.(.m; 110‘:)1.-
percepltions and reactions in.tt{ a judg-n;;aesxt’ al‘)(.ml Wiml.t g.__,f‘)(x.. !
bad in the writing. That act of translation is tricky. It ta es an (:X
perieni'ced reader to translate his discomlort or m?noyan?e .11.1&0 ﬁn
accurate statement of what's wrong wnth your logic or .dicuou;. | e
may tell you “too many digressions, {0."' exa.nnpi,e,. }m too :ln:;zy;
-generalizati(ms,” but perhaps the esse@tml ﬁmxg is that )113“' ; |

get him to be a cooperative reader. if you had, he w:l)ul nt Tmzle;

complained about the digressions, indeed he.za‘ wou:‘ l;av&d ..s:fm-

them as integral to your argument. And even il you ix the .dlg,F ;d
sions, he’ll probably stay irritated and uncool)era.;w.e an K;:er

something else to complain.about. And all tl.ne wln‘ e, "yfmrx ver

learn the essential point: some tone or stance i your i 1llm;., Y “

him irritated and uncooperative. If, on fﬂ?c- ()f]lcn' hand, .y(m 9;1‘

enter into his reactions and feel his irritation in those lve:)fllw‘:fl(l:

which you thought were perfectly straightforward .am(‘ ;it -u.);ri-
nered—if you can learn to experience your words a.s‘. Hn(,ﬂ (?);1 ort

ences them—you can usually find a way to tmnslatef‘a i}d A

practical action: you can decide whether a change is neede

whether his reaction was peculiar) .nd what kind of change will fix

that irritation.
¢ Therefore, reader-

these things because they cant

hased feedback has the advantage of keep-

.....
o
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g you more in charge of the whole feedback process. Readers get
to tell you what they saw and what happened in them, but you
take over from there. You do all the translating. You get to decide
what their reactions mean and what changes if any you want to
make. One of the main reasons so many people hate feedback or
fail to learn from it is that it makes them feel so helpless. Getting
leedback has always felt like putting themselves entirely into
someone else’s power. You don't do that if you use reader-based
feedback. (Of course, there are times when you are busy and tired
and have great faith in your reader, so you say, “Don’t bother me
with your reactions, just tell me what’s wrong and how to fix it.”)
* Reader-based feedback has the enormous virtue of being avail-
able from anyone. You don’t need experts or experienced writers.
'l‘euc‘hers and editors have no special headstart. You can even read

pieces out loud to people who can’t read, and you will be surprised

at what excellent feedback you get. You can use friends, children.
people you like to work with, whoever is available. people who
know lots about the topic but nothing about writing. The quality of
their feedback has nothing to do with their ideas or theories about
writing. In short, it is much easier to give good reader-based feed-
back than to give good criterion-based feedback. And more fun.

* If you are writing an audience-oriented piece such as a memo
or a tricky letter—writing that must work on your intended reader
rather than be good in some timeless or abstract fashion—reader-
based feedback will be more helpful to you. Not only will it tell
you a lot about how your words work on a real person, you can go
out and get feedback from readers just like your intended reader—
even il they are inexperienced or uninterested in writing. If you
are writing children’s stories, you can’t ask children about the
unity or diction in what vou read to them, but vou can ask them
lots of these reader-based questions about what h&ppened to them.
If you are writing advertisements meant to work on small business
owners, you could ask them about diction or digressions, but that’s
not the point. The point is what happens to them.

* Because reader-based feedback emphasizes the practical ques-
tion of what the words are doing rather than the theoretical ques-
tion of how good they are, it is less evaluative and judgmental. It
usually leads to more listening and leamning, less arguing. Cri-
terion-based feedback, on the other hand, is based entirely on
ideals or perfect models and so every item of that feedback is likely
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to be a statement of how your words didn't quite measure up. It's

hard not to be defensive and to argue against it:. “"Well, you -11'43)’
not think that’s a proper introduction, but you just have a rig}l ’,
simpleminded notion ol what an opening ;:)zz-mgmplz. o.un;.a;lnlt.lu}r :L
like.” With reader-based leedback there s seldom -zmyl‘ lllll‘}_,. (;
argue about. You can't say, | ’(}‘isagree. \01% were rlz(ft ku;n‘u:.ve‘;
during that opening paragraph. /‘\'l'l’d even -1! you t “3 | a)(. ”ti.t
stupid to be confused, your act of simply .llsﬁe-l'znzxg laf}& ;.;e.:nrg:m-
through his eyes will probably lead you to improve that hirst px

LOO l(mg, and W()i‘.dy_, too many .dependent' cl
syntax and a clearer progression of logic.
hear a note of insecure beating
Ing voice, you can strengthen
pervasively than

auses, try for simpler
" Once a reader helps you
around the bush in YOUr own writ-
your writing much more quickly and

it he just told you to get rid of dependent clauses
and use simpler diction and better logic.

Reader-based feedback gives you someone saying
and don’t take your argument seriously because I always hear a
kind of whine in your voice.” instead of someone saying “too many

passive verbs, adjectives, and adverbs. Not enough crisp verbs of
g!'ill;l; main thing people feel when they first learn to get reader- action. Your diction isn't lively o energetic.” (I'm not saying you
1€ mail o} -

A b can get rid of a habit of voice overnight once ou hear it. Since it is
bil;‘ief‘i‘ iéedbilf‘k 1$ an enomloqsl sen;se- Oléfii:};t t:;?::;é::s g;;x:ex;t:; a habit it will slip out again and agaign in spe.:king and freewriting.
and measuring-up - are not n? Ofms L every 8 en you get a h-ldeed, now that you realize a whine is there you ought to in-
exhiiamting expe.mence thfn’ 45 fsomi lwriting:; Ey ou ’ are getting vite it out as much as yOou can in freewriti-ng-——-to exaggerate it, play
rich s.et ’Of reaci;zlonsi(.to . ptlicleik{; n);g:; s ybu listen to this person | with it, 'get ia‘b;etter -feeli.ng for at and see what it is trying to tell
%Ol(l)(icl)zsilgi?tjezztiotr?sfinrtliotﬁen it is all over and you start to listen y Ol:l.ldT::i d‘:‘:lll;":gl;‘;i)”;?: (ff!)iltll)ty to remove
e | . A o Tosen , : adu: _’ t it
to the next person give you feadack A S ol Reader-hased feedback gives you someone saying, !
Hey! 1 dm;‘t ew:-m fww Wl ; and not-liking pales into its not- you w:vhen l'-read this because I feel you
that tyrannical matter of liking and ne HKING You just ski as fast as you can
vegf-sl%tli?lltogldsf;n do get value judgments in reader-based ;;l(l)::(’:f’nﬂof ?OIE :5”1 try to fol
Eéedbjck Sihcz liking or not liking is likely to be one of tlae evex;.ti. : 1€ tme th
in the reader. But it'’s only one of the events and u:?*uz.ally n‘ml 't h:i
most _importam one. And it’s cas]‘ier‘. to acg‘ept'a \{;1-!-1!-;@ judgn‘m';z]t d.“-.
learn from it when it consists of a statement of how the reader is

“T get annoyed

it when you revise

get mad at
being arrogant and snotty.
and you don’t give a damn whether |
low you. You never even look back.”
at kind of reaction helps you more than “Too
many abrupt changes, too few clear transitions, too many abstrac-
tions without illustration. and eve

n when you do give illustrations
they are not obvious ones.” I

m not saying that the reader is always

. - _ t . 5 _ . -Ads . ]
bothered or put off or made uncomfortable by yous wm(,is thar
when it consists of a statement of how your writing doesn’t mea-
. - . . - r Yy £ % ] . '.Q!}. ‘
sure up to some criteric B o ‘. -
o In this sense, then, reader-based feedback is the most efficient

kind of feedback: it can lead to the fastest and most pervasive im- -

provement. 1t is more apt to speak to the root causes ot s;tfie‘ntg.th

and weakness in your writing, not just the surface eflects. | I ml.;(s,
| T e ‘ ),

if you ask for reader-based feedback you are apt to hear things like

correct in his picture of you. kven though he is intimidated by

you, you anay not in fact be writing in an arrogant or snotly way,
just having a good time enjoying your own powers—skiing fast
because you have fun skiing fast. But you can often improve your
writing more quickly and easily when you realize how it feels to a
reader, even if that reader is making an incorrect judgment about

you, than if you were given entirely correct statements about your
syntax or paragraph transitions.

this: “Damn it, stop beating around the bush and come _(_)}}t and say
what's on your mind. Stop working so ha;'d at Icmlngoﬂ ,nafn}:;:z:; stories can succeed—or fuilthat
" o - . ’ . N PN BE | AVEe EO Sd4Y. Ol}r ! s v . . e . . . . .
ble disagreements. Just write {‘f’hdt you 1id ] jzyst to follow your its impossible to spell out a list of specifie criteria for them. In-
ing is making it harder for me as a reader just to lollow your ‘ ecu
fending is making it harder for me s L1 deed 1 am nervous about |
:lheoughEsgcomfortab]y, in fact it's making me angry.” Think how . H

aving vou depend too much on my list
oy of criterion-based questions even for nonfiction
h more useful it is to hear that than to hear someone say Its i
much

* Reader-based feedback is especially
tion, and other kinds of creative
ferent ways in which poems or

necessary for poetry, fic-
wriling. There are so many dif--

Oor expository writ-

_‘_...y_\‘»r.‘):-'-n.\‘_.

s
b bl T
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ing. 1Us a safe list. Most teachers would agree with most items.
But many successiul picees of nonfiction fuil to meet some of these
criteria, for example, they digress or they are hard to read or they
have peculiar paragraphing. And many unsuccessful picces mea-
sure up well on most criteria, but fail to have that certain some-
thing that makes them succeed with readers.

Summary

I can summarize the complementary virtues of the two kinds of
feedback by pointing out that criterion-based feedback forces cri-
teria to be conscious and reader-based feedback allows criteria to
remain unconscious. Conscious critena help readers notice things
they would miss it they just gave themselves over to natural or ha-
bitual reading. But these conscious criteria can also be a screen be-
rween readers and your words—a filter which keeps readers from
contacting and experiencing your words directly—leading them in-
stead just to compare your words to a model, hold them up against
a template, check off categories on a list. Amateur readers, in par-
ticular, sometimes go into a peculiar gear when you ask them for
criterion-based feedback. They don’t just read the way they would
normally read. They say to themselves, “Well, now I've got to give
help on writing, let’s see, 1've got to be on the lookout for fauits,
how let’s see what should I look for, good organization, spelling
and grammar of course, that’s important, paragraphing, yes, that’s
what my teachers stressed a lot. Tone. I had this terrific teacher
who talked about tone all the time, but [ never did figure out what
he meant. And not too many adjectives; not 100 many long sen-
tences.” Readers can't tell you much about your writing when they
have all that noise in their heads.

Reader-based feedback, on the other hand, by allowing criteria
to remain unconscious, yields just the opposite virtues and delects.
It allows readers just to relax and read your writing for enlighten-
ment or pleasure; and to experience it on its own terms. It allows
them to notice and react to more qualities in it than they could
consciously analyze, and it allows them to be more sensitive to
nuances—especially matters of tone and presentation of self that
are difficult to categorize but often determine success or failure.

Leaving criteria unconscious, however, can also permit narrow
reading: reading that is a slave to one or two unconscious criteria—
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for ¢ (¢ > AU LY - .
“ng:: finplc, how a reader feels about the tone of voice or the
."f"‘ short, the two kinds of feedback encourage readers to tak
(.l:ﬂv:'vnl roles. When you ask a reader to Zive you (':E&ez'i.o (; -t-{ .j
leedback you encourage him to function like an'expert a cnj )E‘RSL
a commentator, that is, to stand off to the side and wa&,ch ZdC; om
the slugc wings as you give your violin concert and not fgt ?0(: .
w.)i"“d i your music. This helps him to tell you about &Q ¢ 'T“
nique. When you ask your reader to give you reader-bisgg ;3‘(;‘
baclf, on the other hand, you encourage him to function h’l(e'e -
audience, that is, to sit right out there in front of you and St
ence your music. This helps him to tell you about what SR
does to the audience. YOur muse

-The mo;gl (?f the story, then, is to use both kinds of feedback. I
present criterion-based feedback first here because it is more fa-

;}llhz.ir z:ind easier to understand, but generally you do better to ask
or reader-based feedback first. That way readers can just read for

,chusmtel? or enlightenment and tell vou about whatever happens to
iem when they read in their accustomed way—before you make

th?n into more self-conscious and technique-oriented readers by
asking them criterion-based questions.
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Criterion-B ‘*

: : : . will he ou find out
The twenty-odd questions in this chapter will help y
i ‘. [ ] . L ] . » ) . . - ." ol} .
about four basic qualities in a piece ol writing

d’ . . . ! LN " .

perceptions, the point of view'? ”
. How well is the wriling organizee
c. How ellective is the language? | e b et
d. Are there mistakes or inappropriate choice: .

These four criteria can be fr,uitful';!y applied to Z}I;l)i’ek;::i(:n Zi;]\::) 1:;;?;
but most of the specific questions m.tlins Chapte!t(lnan Joetry or fic-
they fit expository or nonfiction writing bettef‘ | 1 tolask Ty one
tion. The questions which follow are too n:l‘l.lky -nu-‘ngi [ Al these
reader on one occasion (although Y();;l coul(i “:1 pff; ce;‘ s carefully
: . PINE P S | r ~ S ¢
s e e
as. you /- o -ecipes than you can u
tak}f; charge of things by giving you more 'Z?E%)e-;t}fd?éei of your
for one meal. Try out these questions o dl (i; lealm which ones
Wﬁtmg o {ﬁ?érent reageijhsi(éhyoouni aw‘l;]llzll ge most important
most usetul for you an
ffder vVarious circumstances.

» writing: the ideas,
«. What is the quadlity of the content of the writing; th

the perceptions, the point of view?

‘ . ‘ W9
1. Is the basic idea or insight a good one?

’ *

””,;,., ..........
PRAr
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3. s it supported by evidence and exaunples?

4. Is it really saving something or is it just a collection of
thoughts or observations (however unified and wel] written) sitting
there limply? Did the writer communicate why this whole thing
inatters?

0. Is there too much abstraction or generalization? So few de-
tails, examples, and explanations that it ends up dull, empty, im-
possible to experience? or perhaps even impossible to understand?

6. Is there too little abstraction and too much clutter of detail?
Too little standing back for perspective? Too little forest per tree?
7. Does it do what it says or implies it is going to do? Does it
satisty the issues it raises?

5. Is there a point of view or iy the writing just disembodied
statements from nowhere? And is that point of view unified and
consistent?

9. Is the piece fitted to its audience? s the writer understood
their needs and point of view?

h. How well is the writing organized?

10. Is the whole thing unified? I there one central idea to
which everything pertains? Or is it pulling in two or three direc-
tions or full of loose ends and digressions?

L1. Are the parts arranged in a coherent or logical sequence?

12. Is there a beginning? That is, does it start off in a way that
allows you to get cmnﬁn'tably started? (The safest and most com-
mon way ol doing this is to give an introduction—{or example, a
quick explanation of what's to come. But of course that’s not the
only way. Indeed plunging the reader into the middle of things
without waming can function as 2 good beginning.)

13. Is there a middle? A body, some girth or solidity, some
sense of meat and potatoes. sutficiency? Or does it turn around and
say good-bye almost as soon as it is nished saying hello?

14. Is there an ending? Does it give you a sense of closure or
completion? (The safest and most common method of doing this is
to end with a conclusion—not just repeating what went before but
figuring out what everything means or adds up to. Bul again, that's
not the only good way to end a picce.)

15. Were the paragraphs really paragraphs? Could you tell what
each one was saying? Did they function as helpful and comfortable

.
’\,vM’— .......
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units of thought: not too much to carry in your arns, but not so

little that it feels like a wasted trip?

c. How effective is the language?
16. Are the sentences clear and readable?
17. Are the words used correctly?

18. Is it succinct enough for the purpose and audience

long, repetitious, dull?
19. s it full enough? Or does the writer

thie juice of human connpunication, the oil of actual spoken dis-

course, that the is indigestibler |

language, even il corvect, i
00. Does the diction, mood, or level of formadity it the andi-
ence and occasion?t '

1. Is the language alive, h
teresting metaphors or tums of phrase; or be
2 sense of someone's actually |

? Not too

squecze out so much of

aman. interesting? Either because ol
cause of a voice or
yeing there?

presence in the words

inappropriate choices of usage?

usage, spelling and typing?
aphs, or other special el-

d. Are there mistakes or
99 Are there mistakes in grammar,
93. Are there mistakes in footnotes, gr

fects?

94. s it neat and easy to read on the pager

. .A.“—*'ws\\\

A Cofologuﬂe of - 2

Re- aoer-gased G yesfions

'The forty .
: 4-()11 ‘ I T . v -
ways to }dSk ¢ questions in this chapter are just specific Lical
. 3N 'OUr re: . ) ' " s & : pracuca
AT your reader three broad questions ab i
Ords ;i”(‘(‘l(}(] l]in’: about hOW your

ct. \V}}'lt WS l ’
¢ edd Ild
- ading the piece of writing? » &5 YOu were
). Summarize tl iti o
¢ ne writing: give ~ -
. : your understandi .
or what happened in it. standing of what it says
¢. make some i ; for "
o ne images for the writing and the transaction i
with readers. | sacuion it Creates

Sometimes
es a reader can tel i
¢ ell us without diffi
exactly what was goin . ut dilficulty or hesitati
bemuze . as going on in him as he read our words—eitl o
4 e WaAS Sy . g . . ——CIer
rartioutarly a sd sut F)nsed l‘)y his reactions or because he was in a
for re'ld;rsyt:? ];{%llivc’ self-reflective mood. But often it is diﬂiuﬂl
C ' c M . . ' >
ol Ne igﬂ ;e in any detail what was happening to them as the
. < . Ny e coon aet : | <
ot 15 wholod Vs nclct,ssauly a fault. One of the marks of good lezdy
i ¢ arte " . . ¢ Cad-
s e :le nte; “investment in the words and meanings md(n
. . . c S O
what was hllplpees.(.a L d}l.eader can remember nothing at all about
< < < Illl'}g dS 1€ l'ej‘ad our
' u ’ . 4 o
total success. your words that may be a sign of
But as writer
iters we |
e T we n(f){(‘?d to know what was going on in our read-
the corners EP . SS, L e could, to hook up little cameras in all
images' ; }‘0 readers’ innards so we could see all the thought
- “?k e:e mgﬁ, and impulses that occur as they read ou l .st,
. I like to call reader-based fe ‘ ‘ r Wit
-based teedback movi '
Got a reader ack movies of a reader’s mind
€ 16 : - e PRREE.
: to answer enough of the following questions and

255
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you will get those movies. Being inside his skin as he reads your
words is the most valuable experience you can get as a writer. 1t is
valuable for readers, too. They not only discover more than they
knew about this particular piece of writing, they also lean to be
much more perceptive readers.

Remember, however, that these questions
midable number of them—are nothing but ways to help readers
tell you how they experience your wriling, Some readers will give
you good feedback without your asking them any ol these ques-
tions at all. You can just sit back and listen.

and 1 give a for-

a. What was happening to you, moment by moment, das you
were reading the piece of writing?

Stop reading after you have read only one or two paragraphs or

stanzas. ™
1. What was happening to you as you read this opening pas-
sager | |

9 Tell which words or phrases struck you most or stuck out or

had resonance.

3 What has this section just said? What do you now expect the
whole piece to say? (In the case of a story: what happened and
what are the implications? What do you expect in what follows?)

4 What ideas or beliefs or feelings do you bring to this piece
that could influence the way you read it?

5 The writer has just, as it were, introduced himsell to you.
Itow did he do it? Formally? Casually? Intimately? Jocularly?
Did he thrust out his hand for you to shake? Sidle up to you
without looking at you? What sense of the writer do you have
now—on the basis of this limited introduction?

* You may be reluctant to ask for feedback from a reader who has only read a little
bit of your piece. You may leel you'll get nothing but unfounded snap judgnents.
But first impressions often influence how a reader reacts to the rest of your piece. If
you wait for feedback till your reader has finished reading your whole piece you
may not learn how your opening section really aflected him. You may not learn, tor
example, that the real reason for his quarrelling with your argument or his fathwre to
experience the main event in your story was because he got irritated at the very
start and consequently read the remainder in a resistant, fool-dragging mood. 1f he
had been a cooperative reader he might not have had any of those ditliculties.
Whether a reader is going to be with you or against you often gets decided in this

opening section.

ASTERN
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hhi.? z(’\liaggisl}ezu'lystfzge, are you more with the writer or against
n: g your teet or helping pedal? '

7. \Yhat do you want, need, wish for now? If you are hHghti
the writer now, what would it take to get you pedaling? e
| 8. Continue reading. If you have a copy in your E;and k
light pencil marks to give a fuller record of how you are reac,:t;:a tz
the words: put a straight line next to passages and mldemfltl
words and‘phrases that work or please you; a wiggly line in ;l l
same way lor parts which don’t work or bother you in some walyle

3(0;\)\ ;(]mm} ztgz;nnz—i'z;zli or three-quarters through the picce. *
y“;!. ;lll 1;;5.1)00111 happening to you and what is happening to
‘ou nowr lell it in the form of a story: fi ]

“a story: first this happened
nowr | “happenced, then |
noticed that, then I felt this, and so on. For example: |

First I was open and sympathetic to what 1 thought you were up t

Bujt. then without noticing 1 drifted into resisting what you've ﬁ "
saying. ;S:mnething made me feel “Wait a minute! There are th'een
that don't fit!” Somehow I became an adve-rsau'y' you b;camemgs
enemy. But now that 1 stop and think about it, has’imll}f I agree l'rt?;
you .coz“npiclely-. The trouble is you seem so wide-eyed an:f’imw::v;x ¢
a.nfi naive—as though you are always saying “gee, gosh, golly, i 3t
this idea wonderful and amazing.” I want to attacl(’this nz’li%e c)l’;illj'nf
::n: kAml yel vour main assertion is something | atgr{:(* with. § guz’i:
Si“;;l::; l:::\-:‘l.md to have my wise sophisticated point of view look

Make sure to tell everything. Even if it seems irrelevant. If vo
s’hufivd daydreaming or thinking about your new qi:(ws: Elizt?‘
?eed‘lmck. The important thing is to tell the writer whére y:(;tx wZ—*:rg
in his writing when it happened. All feedback is mixed with sub-
jectivity. Let the writer do the sorting. .
10. What changes have occurred in you since before? If you

* lt‘S tr : ’ ) 9 .
e tﬁ(;}r;(.you] %ﬂect the reader’s reactions somewhat by stopping him in mid
and asking him questions. It probabl : ¥ '
S. ably makes him a bit more
observ: o L = ¢ ore thoughtful and
Subtiet?gst t-h‘“:} it hﬁe Jmta{edd through without pause. He will undersgnd some
tes—and perhaps also notice some r: '

: priildapls 4w _ ie ragged edges—that h : .
have missed. o | - gged edges—that he might otherwise
i \.’O“ :;:cjl.rYo;; m.;(y want to ask some readers to read stmight through before giv-
prumﬂ-s;ni} r i’t*; ”; .;st .lll But these interim responses solve the most frustrating
"It wes vt ; acde O:d ).l.\(-‘{:’ feedback, the problem of vaguely global reactions such as
foree n'-::z o t}eﬁ{ : i} tked it a lot.” By stopping your reader in the middle you
talk about ' you where he is in an unfinished sequence of reactions and thus to
Bleﬂd:-*Wllici;OE“ ‘;’I“t“‘g as a series of events occuring in time inside a reader’s

Is what any piece of writing is—not as a vague global thingified “it.”

R,
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resist or doubt him, where

were with the writer carlier and now
versa.) Why? What would

did you start to part company? (Or vice

he writer have to do to get you back?
1. Point to the sentences or passages youl liked especially.

Point to the ones you didn’t understand or which made you stum-

ble or resist. | | .
12. What do you expect next? What do you need before it ends?

Stop right after you have completed reading it all.

13. What is happening to you now? Changes in reaction or loy-
alty? What's the most important thing about the piecer

14. How would you instinctively reply or respond if you weren't
trying to give feedback? Would you tell the writer something simi-
lar that happened to you? Ask him what was going on in his mind

when he wrote? Quarrel with him? Ask for clarification on some
sue? Ask: “Did that really happen to you?” Ask: “But then what
of the

happened alter the funeral?” Comment on the meaning 0
story? Ask something about technique, such as “What made you
decide to start with the shooting instead of the quarrel?” Ask him
out for coffee and seek to know him better?*
15. Describe the way the writer ended his piece. Describe it as
though he were ending a letter, saying good-bye, ending a tele-
phone conversation: Did he hang up abruptly? Stand around on
the doorstep unable to inish his sentence and say good-bye? A
sudden gush of warmth? Did he slip out without anyone noticing?
16. Which aspects of you does the piece bring out? Your con-
templative side? Your childish curiosity or eagernesst Your moth-
erly or fatherly helpfulness (“Let’s see how I can help out this nice

young writer )r
17. What kind of person has the writer turned out to be? How

did he turn out differently from what you had first suspected?
18. What do you like about the piece at this point?

Remain silent and reflective for a few moments.

19. What is happening to you? What delayed reactions or sec-
ond thoughts do you have? Which parts of the writing seem to
have been written in invisible ink and to emerge only slowly as

you hold it over a candle? For example,

ers this question. Just notice how they act and what

*You may not have to ask read
Don't get sucked into responding to what

they ask you when they finish reading.
they say. Listen to it as feedback.
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It's been obvious
But -g?' O]In tous to me throughout that 1 disagree with vou entirel
o only now I(szumg on me gradually that 1 haven't been f; ii’
£ vou very much. Somel | | | Jrght-
' : - 10W vou manage to giv
e | : ’ CREB € Ine your ani
as wholly vours : . & your meanings
" Hy yours. You don't make me feel 1 have to agree or ac e!.-.t
1E— OF Ve , . T ‘ ’ aCCCh
; Lft \,:ln find them rational. 1 can be interested and curi 1
O a4 sq: > .', . . S " . : g POUS
foruard e ;:itan(e. In fact I find my impulse is to come slighﬂy
e owanl you—not retreat or push you away—because YOu'are
siving e a chance to look safe
| safely at somethii
B oy ing I usuall
push away. It’s kind of a relief. . y hight and

gow read the piece of mﬁi'tmg again.
B :l) '1?“ the ditlerences between what happens to you on thig
reading and what happened to you on the first reading o

b. Summariz "
. narize the writing: giv T,

»give your understanding :
says or what happened.* | ' g of what it

21. S Arize i ‘ .
quicmv ‘mi; ‘;‘n:_‘c; :}e“ii& Iy ;fmdd“’hat lthis piece is saying. Tell him
ekt ‘mally. You don't have time to get it right
brepare an answer because the train is just getting : o
t!l:e .\iyntfr hear you fumbling to find _ﬂé .cii{féilz% E;Z::il:;t(;%r I;:t
el 1 ot s i the mountains, Or perups
and women.” :l'lai:ﬁ::b " Sltduy ‘-l?:)(m.t the diflerence hetween men
o . Then: unmarize it in a sentence. Then in one word:
irst a v\'/md from the text, then a word not in the text

22. Sumnnarize what you feel the writer ns trying E;aat not quite

*You may have to push readers to giv o
resist i e it foele bon ade _give you summarizin teedback. ' ofl
being g;,ixl:; :I:f; :ltl iez;l:l::o Slllliflﬂilllzdefi, too mecllanicai,gtoo much liiglfl}le;){;erg
without it you ma '!x!,nis ‘ (;3 St- IEs wortls insisting on a summary, however, because
s oo {'om; zi 1f1.1 erstand fev?ryithmgfeise you hear. Imagine hearing your'
you e i )312;01: dargmge’nt irritating and 1"?§peciall}’ wanted to quarrel with
:side his shoes ;n b fig f’ipt'; and in your cm?clusion —and doing your best to stand
rea.iiziﬁg he -tlxl}ugl!t ;:)u x:ri:nlt.aﬁng' quality :‘m your words—and all the while not
thought you were saying. vere saying something entirely different from what you
Even if have a
even to sui’::::ui:il;: Ehg O‘?::o:')z:l"sgg; ');h: itZOIﬂl H eas -readz?s gy,
readers who. P | e STy OF meaning of the poem. Man
o !OWI)j::vc?llnl;i(ie{i)ﬂ:iemglVes artistic will scorn to summarize a poeix)n——feeling 1);
sorted itself out org cinné? , ? \ ‘Yifu‘ ..nee(! to know how your writing has settled or
to do what feels crude or (i}n‘: oo 11} thele l.l &}ds. Yoil have to give them permission
written. Words won't vet i E’f t::'cls&-—;?ermisszOI.l tO dO.‘Viol ence” to what you have
know the n*ttm'é of dlftﬁ: 1O anyone s head without a little twisting. You need to
¢ sting that has occurred.
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managing to say. Where is the writing trying to go—perhaps
against the writer's will? o '

23. Sunmunarize what you wish it were saying.

924. Give an exaggerated summary. How would you sumimarize
it if you were making fun ol it or making a parody ol it.*

25. Negative summary. What is it nof about? What is the op-
posite of what it is saying? What is it alinost saying or refraining

{rom saying?

¢. Make up some images for the writing and the transaction it

creates with readers. §

96. What other pieces of writing does it remind you of 7 What
forms of writing does it remind you of: a love letter? a lederal in-
terdepartmental memor a “why-l-want-to-go-to-college™ essay on
an application form? a late night diary entry?

97. Tell how someone different from you might react. “If my
mother read this, she would think it was silly and not very funny.”
“If John read this, he wouldn't have a clue what you were talking

* Don't ask for exaggerated summaries if you feel shuky about this piece or gener-
ally vulnerable about your writing. They can sting. But they improve the feedback
immensely. So many readers beat around the bush and won’t come right out and
say what they see—they hem and haw and tiptoe around their reactions and they
are so alraid of hurting your feelings that you can't even tell what they are saying,
They just fill the air with smoke. But when you tell them to exaggerate or make fun
of it, this clears the air and they can just say it, plop it right down on the table.
And when you get an exaggerated summary you find out how your words will
probably be understood by readers who don’t read carelully or sympathetically. |
got the following parody summary of my earlier book about writing: “Writing is
easy. You never have to try, it's never painful, just sit down and write whatever
comes to mind and it will always come out just right.” It makes me wince. 1 want to
say, “Wait, wait, you made a mistake in your reading,” but it's a perfect picture of
how the book was perceived by readers with a strong antipathy to what I was trying
to say. It would have been helpful to get that feedback belfore 1 finished revising the
book.
t This sounds odd, but try it on readers and you will sometimes find subtle but im-
portant clues about tendencies in your writing and your reader’s preconceptions
and preoccupations. Sometimes you don't get the benefit of a reader’s vegular sum-
mary (or other feedback) till he gives his version of what vour writing, is not about or
not saymng. |
{ Here are some metaphorical questions which will help readers tell you reactions
and perceptions they cannot easily express literally, and even some reactions they
were not conscious of. Don't push readers too hard to explain or interpret these
images. That will hinder them from giving you sood ones. Just listen and trust that
you will benefit from them even if you cannot understand them or translate them

into advice.

SOV,
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about, he'd think 11
¢ nk you were just describing a dr e
) o : a dreain. -
man, 1 would feel attacked.” * ° . AT were a
8. Make up an image for ihe.re]ationship

and reader-. between the writer

P D(.)eg. the wx.'iter seem to have his arm draped famil-
szv(l bul yopu:_ sho.ulder? Is the writer shouting from a cliff to a
‘belowr Reading to you from a stage? Sending a letter bomb?

Speaking as daddy to his Lunilv

aking as daddy to his family from the he: “the ding

table? Shaking his fist at you? ) e head of the dining room

- 28. What do you feel the writer is tryin
over the head? 9
him?

30. 1Is the ¥ C epieed .y
. (:} ml.s the va;x fﬁel ?zz,~ttag it? How? On a silver plalier? Reverently
vour worship—but only from a distance? Tiivreshont
, | t oni a distancer Laughingly? Is he
:;;fldnnxg b“cg’) lls he giving it and taking it back—coyly gi;zmg you
zhimpses and closing the curtain again? Is he trvin
his meaning a bit hi o gainr’ Is he slyly trying to keep
¢ ridden so only the right sort of
i 3 .. ght sort of people will get
l‘t wearing SIOP?Y clothes with hidden signs of taste so that oil
speqal people will know that he’s special too? /
d;ji ;l Des(;j;‘lheptlf writer's relati(mship to the reader in terms of
distance. Closer At arm's ]elzxgth? Distant? D seri
oo . ' lengthr tantr Describe chanees in
?;:‘::lge“ that SCCUF- }'Of‘ example, “I feel the writer backiél,lg oft
€ he end—clamming up, becoming a bit distant or fOrmal—-

3N til{ ¥ TR & . » :
o m}-’.h ,h(’ 15 ??“dd“‘iy embarrassed or awkward at realizine ho
much of himself he revealed.” g ow

ye the v ' g to do to you? Beat you
Irap you? Trick you? Surprise you? Make you {ike

| .32: lf'.ind words or metaphors for the voice or tone in the wri
ing;: intimate? shouting? coy‘?'ftight-lipped? “1 feel t!ne‘ write(bwfit-
;1(1)1( ;l:??y m;d )l'ociu:ar but really not letting himself show at ZIl-e:;IE
g tone leels like a way of hiding or of not taking his ’

sage Se':iouSlY - Joe Jokester.” Or zf can fg:litttl‘:i;n\ﬁ*i}:;’z-w? s
and “‘sgl!-wnsdousness coming through the words like a csi;ygesi
fog. It’s as though he is on stage giving a speech and becauseuh ;
so nervous he makes me feel vicariously nervous. I want t ay,
F Ox'ge.t about us and just concentrate on what y(;u are sa f) Sa,Y:,
Describe the voice in metaphors of color; of weather (fo Yl?lg-
sunny there). You can describe voice by comparison t()%f}} e,
ample, like Jack Benny? Kissinger? Edith Bii,ilkel:? 'I:ry' n;)t (K)ei;

*This can | : |

e very useful feedback tak ;
- -— aken at face value—clues ot :
ferent readers. But sometimes an e Ak, to the reactions of dif-
reudw:t;- to express some of their
couldn’t express.

lement of. make-believe or role-playing permits
own reactions which they werent aware of or

. NI
".,_'.-ws«?\ b
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262 Feedback

fluenced too much by the way he actually read his words out
loud. Perhaps he read them shyly, but there is a domincering
voice in the writing itsell.

93. Look especially for changes in voice. Perhaps it starts out all
stiff. but then loosens up. Where do you see that changer Perhaps
+ takes on another coloration for the conclusion, for saying good-
bye.

34. Try conveying the voice or tonc by mimicking it—probably
with exaggeration. For exainple, “Look, buddy, I'm in the know.
I've seen it all, I'm a tough guy, you can't fool me.” My tone in
Writing Without Teachers was nimicked in this way: “T'm really
sincere. You can really believe me. 1 know just how you feel. Fma

good guy. | wouldir't steer you wrong. Only, Jdon't get mad at e il

1 doesn't work. m really tryingg as hard as 1 can. Besides, P hav-
ing a hard time with my writing oo,

35. Do you feel a ditlerence between the voice created or im-
plied by these words and the actual writer who wrote them? 1t you
know the writer personally you may hear the difference immedi-
ately and vividly: "How come you sound so pompous here when
you never talk that way?  But even it you don’t know the writer at
all, you can still sometimes feel a gap of some sort between the
voice in the words and the writer Lehind the words—as though the
writer is playing some kind of game or being slippery or irome in
the voice he uses. If you can feel this kind of difference, describe it
in terms of tone ol voice, appearance, personality, whatever. For
example, “Behind the sweet .nd reasonable voice in this essay
cense someone who is actually angry.” Make up an image or mela-
phor for how these two people are relating to each other. (In the
D. H. Lawrence passage 1 cite in Chapter 25 on voice, for ex-
ample, 1 {eel the author smiling in a somewhat sly and sophis-
ticated way at the ranting and raving voice who speaks the essays.)
How do they feel about each other? What would they say to each
other if they spoke?

36. What images of the writer come 10 mind? Hunched over a
desk? Sprawled on a divan? Sitling on-a heach? How does the
writer dress? Hold his body? Wear his hair? Let all images just be
intuitive, uncalculated.

37 Use camera metaphors for how the writer handles his mate-
vial. Where does he move mn close, where fade back? Where is it

Reader-Based Questions 263

sharp or fuzzy? What is f;
at is foreground and
venrnin ] ATk | 1d backer 9 Te ,.
sl);;ml\: lllect.s or gimmicks? Do they work for%/l(iu;d. 's he using
18 \WV N . | a
it ]_)*::::lld:;ﬁ; lh)e- writing seem to address? Strangers? An old
P Dumbells? Prissy girls? Tough guys? Is it talking oy
down? guysr Is it talking up or

) 9 P(.suﬂ)e the punctuation or
ency in the writing) in terms of

rhythms (or indeed any ten-
reader.

a transaction between wri
the w i ‘ ! Wr
My wite was once telling me about how I h o

§emico!ofls. I was resisting her advice stoutl
;Zi{:hm;( unag};e: she felt me tryimng to keepy’h
ash. kee . . .

from the ‘Sn';;illgdf,tf?i(:).logci tzgl_ght 1:131'11, never let her look away

ol g or take a deep breath or relax for a moment—as

e they wenld o ey affaid 1o give readers a fall op for

me. I made her feel (.) ‘l.mi ot come back and pay attention to
v leel continvally tugged at. Suddenly 1 could feel

what she was talkin

‘ as talking about and I had to st '

vhat she was talki op ar :

rules for legal semicolons and start listening P arguing shout the

40. Try other med;i

1edia. Made a dood] '

| | | e or a ‘e or

sou'nds or a body improvisation e st o et of
action to the writing.

ad too many

but then she drifted

er, as reader, on a

to represent the writing or your re-

41. A,S < ; At gysefa

tions, tr .mitdFlu l‘mlwe to answering any of these specific que
o lil;g liiui seadxong the piece and then doing five or ten mig tS-
ta stop writing, You'll find that what vou seril utes
usually tells a lot at you scribble down

‘ } ! v E

particularly usetul proe
\ procedure when you h: '
reader-based feedback. vouhave gotten used to giving
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